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House Bill 6881: An Act Concerning Various Revisions to the Education Statutes Related to
Educator Compensation and Paraeducators - Support

Senator McCrory, Representative Currey, Senator Berthel, Representative McCarty and members of
the Education Committee:

My name is Cynthia Ross-Zweig and I am a paraeducator in New Fairfield, CT.  I am also the
president of  the Paraeducator Council of  CSEA SEIU Local 2001 and am proud to represent over
2,500 paras in districts throughout our state.  I offer the following testimony in support of  House
Bill 6881: An Act Concerning Various Revisions to the Education Statutes Related to Educator
Compensation and Paraeducators:

Today, you’ve heard testimony of  what it’s like to be a paraeducator and the importance and impact
they can have on a student.  There are some facts as legislators I feel must be brought to light that
will help answer questions on why there is a high turnover rate among paras, as well as the impact of
disparities from district to district to how paras are treated and valued as educational workers.

According to the Bureau of  Labor Statistics, women make up 1 in 7 out of  10 workers who are in
the lowest paid occupations, basically 69%.  The 3 major causes of  these low wages are job type,
discrimination, and shouldering caregiving responsibilities.  And, even in the absence of  needed data
about paraeducators, something addressed by this bill, I can tell you that the overwhelming majority
of  paraeducators are women.

In fact, to give you a sense of  how important the data collection section of  HB 6881 is, one of  the
last comprehensive reports on paraeducators was issued all the way back in 2006 by the, since
discontinued, Legislative Program Review and Investigations Committee.  While there is a lot of
interesting information in the PRI study, we cannot depend on reports from a decade and a half  ago.
And, with HB 6881, we will not have to.

The average hourly wage for paraeducators in Connecticut is $15.50.  Let’s compare that to other
service jobs: the starting wage for a sales clerk at Aldi is $17.67 an hour, plus paid holidays and 2
weeks of  paid caregiver leave.  Costco and Home Depot, each, start their workers at $19.90.  And,



Amazon’s starting salary for warehouse workers is $18.90.  To provide more context, Michigan and
Rhode Island pay their paraeducators $33,945 on average per year.

The disparities between school districts we see for paraeducator wages is alarming.  For example, the
starting wage for paras in Greenwich is $27 an hour, in Bridgeport it’s $20.13, in Groton it’s $14.15,
in Southington it’s $16.11, in New Fairfield (where I work) it’s $15.46, and for paras in Weston it’s
$20.70.

Paras work in the general education classroom as teacher support, as well as one to one helping with
behavioral, physical support, and learning disabilities.  We travel with students from one subject
matter to the next and must learn that subject matter to support the student we work with.  We
support occupational therapy, as well as physical and speech therapy.  In some cases, we are acting as
teacher substitutes, often with little or no additional compensation.  All this with little to no benefits,
no paid holidays, limited professional development and sick time, and no work or pay over the
summer.

About no income over the summer: how do we survive and keep returning if  a district is not
regulated by the state to make the necessary changes to retain this valuable part of  the education
team?

Let me give you an example of  what inadequate healthcare benefits look like.  A para calls me in
tears at 10 o’clock at night.  I’m her Union President and she’s at a loss what to do.  She went to the
pharmacy to pick up her medication and she has a deductible of  $4,500.  She doesn’t have money to
pay for it and she needs this medication.  She doesn’t know what to do and she’s scared.  Think how
hard that is to call and tell someone you don’t have the money and you need your medication.  My
heart breaks when I think of  this and all the other paras going through a similar situation.

It’s not right that there are people who are working hard every day, but it’s still not enough.  In my
mind at that moment, I think to  myself, “How do I fix this?  How can I make this better?  This is
not OK.”  $4,500 when you make $15.46 an hour is a lot of  money.  That’s 291 hours of  work or 8
weeks.

Luckily, I was able to make some phone calls at night and we were able to help her.  But luck should
never have entered into this situation.



As legislators, you can take the action we need by passing House Bill 6881.  You can help protect
this vital group of  workers, who are predominantly women, who support education.  You can make
the difference with this legislation.

Who truly suffers when paras aren’t there?  Students, teachers, and the whole school community.  If
we wish to improve learning in Connecticut and support students who are in need of  support,
especially after 3 years of  learning with Covid, I ask you to support the paraeducators.. Let there be
consistency from districts to districts so all students receive the same quality of  education, whether
it’s Groton or Westin or Bridgeport or Hartford or Stamford or New Fairfield.

I urge you to support House Bill 6881.

Cynthia Ross-Zweig
Parareducator, New Fairfield
President, Paraeducator Council, CSEA SEIU Local 2001


